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The inf luence of  the qual i ty  of  work on career  development
of  lower educated young women
Since the 1960s. the traditional division of labour between the sexes has
star ted to change.  The male ro le of  breadwinner and the female ro le of
mother  and housewi fe were no longer taken for  granted and both women
and men became more opt ions to shape thei r  own l ives.  ln  the same
per iod the r ise of  the feminis t  movement contr ibuted to changes in the
power relations between the sexes and gave women the opportunity to
play a more act ive ro le in  publ ic  l i fe .  The past  decades have seen an
increase in the number of  women par t ic ipat ing in  the labour force which
clear ly  ref lects the changing pat terns between the sexes.
In spi te of  th is ,  the gender speci f ic  character  of  labour par t ic ipat ion
has hardly  changed.  One of  the most  s t r ik ing th ings is  the ( temporary)
wi thdrawal  of  women f rom the labour market  for  reasons of  ch i ld  care
whereas the careers of  men remain unaf fected by domest ic  dut ies.
Especia l ly  af ter  the age of  25,  labour par t ic ipat ion of  men increases
sharply  in  contrast  to  labour par t ic ipat ion of  women, which decreases
sl ight ly  on account  of  domest ic  dut ies.  This pat tern comes even
stronger forward when the level of education is lower. '" 
.
In  the in t roductory chapter  I  we expla in how these pat terns have
influenced our choice to study the career development of lower
educated young women. With lower educated young women we refer  to
women of  I6-25 years o ld who fo l lowed four  years of  lower general
secondary educat ion maximum before enter ing the labour market .  The
dominant  v iew is  that  these women choose to leave the labour market
af ter  thei r  f i rs t  ch i ld  is  born.  However,  ind iv idual  choices are made
wi th in the contexts of  the labour organizat ion and the work s i tuat ion.
Centra l  theme of  th is  s tudy therefore is  the quest ion to what  extent
these st ructura l  character is t ics in f luence the out l ine of  l i fe ,  especia l ly
the re lat ion between paid work and parenthood.  Our assumpt ion is  that
both labour organizat ion and work s i tuat ion in f luence the exper iences
of  these young women in the labour process,  which in  turn shape thei r
choices about  career  in  re lat ion to future parenthood.  We hereby pay
specia l  at tent ion to power processes based on gender,  age and socia l -
cu l tura l  background and ra ise the quest ion of  how the posi t ion of  lower
educated women in the labour process can be improved in order  to
reduce thei r  wi thdrawal  f rom the labour market .
ln  chapter  2 we take a fur ther  look at  the posi t ion of  lower educated
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young women on the labour market ,  and explore to what  degree
part ic ipat ion in  paid work contr ibutes to thei r  emancipat ion.
Analys is  of  s tat is t ica l  mater ia l  shows a st rong gender segregat ion
wi th in so-cal led 'youth jobs ' ,  the segment  of  the labour market  that
(most)  lower educated young people re ly  on.  General ly ,  young women
have d i f ferent  jobs than young men.  Only a few occupat ions can be
considered as mixed.  Fur thermore,  in  the examinat ion of  the labour
categor ies that  inc lude these youth jobs i t  becomes c lear  that  age
segregat ion is  s t ronger among women than among men.  I t  fo l lows that
select ion processes on the labour market  are gender and age speci f ic .
In  t reat ing the extent  of  the emancipat ing ef fect  of  paid work on lower
educated young women we make use of  the concept  of  gender paradigm
of Weeda (1993).  Gender re lat ions are in  a phase of  t ransi t ion.  Both in
socia l  pract ices and on an ideological  level  the dominance of  the
tradi t ional  gender paradigm decreases in  favour of  the modern gender
paradigm. The t radi t ional  gender paradigm assumes a d iv is ion of  tasks
between women and men that  has i ts  or ig ins in  b io logical  d i f ferences.
This v iew is  g iven up in  the modern gender paradigm, which re jects the
sel f -ev ident  character  of  the t radi t ional  d iv is ion of  tasks.
The organizat ion of  labour processes is  s t i l l  s t rongly based on
assumpt ions of  the t radi t ional  gender paradigm. Therefore,  women have
more d i f f icu l ty  than men in meet ing the demands of  paid work.  In  th is
respect ,  par t ic ipat ion in  paid work cannot  be seen as the sole means to
emancipat ion.  I t  is  necessary to look at  the qual i ty  of  work and to def ine
condi t ions that  g ive women and men equal  opportuni t ies in  the f ie ld of
paid work bear ing in  mind the fact  that  both women and men can have
obl igat ions in  pr ivate l i fe .
In chapter  3,  the concept  of  the qual i ty  of  work is  e laborated wi th
ins ights f rom the labour process approach.  We examine to what  extent
th is  approach of fers an in terpretat ive f ramework for  the posi t ion of
lower educated young women in labour organizat ions.  Star t ing point  of
the approach is  the v iew that  the format ion of  labour processes is  based
on power d i f ferences wi th in labour organizat ions.  We make use of  the
concept  of  'hegemonical  regulat ion '  o f  Doorewaard (1989) to i l lust rate
the reproduct ion of  power re lat ions even in s i tuat ions wi thout  mani fest
power processes.  The process of  hegemonical  regulat ion concerns a
power re lat ion which is  non-conscious and is  embedded in the ru les of
the st ructure of  an organizat ion.  Inherent  as i t  were to these ru les is  an
unequal  chance of  real izat ion of  in terests.  The subordinate group,
however,  agrees wi th the ru les as they seem to suggest  hat  real izat ion
of  one's  ind iv idual  in terests is  feasib le.  Hegemonical  regulat ion
therefore der ives i ts  ef fect  f rom images which are st rongly re lated to
the thoughts,  exper iences and act ions of  ind iv iduals.
In addi t ion to th is  theory we show that  the process of  hegemonical
regulat ion is  not  iso lated f rom the d is t r ibut ion of  power over  speci f ic
groups.  Images of  gender and age p lay an important  ro le in  the
format ion of  the labour process and the a l locat ion of  jobs to speci f ic
categor ies of  employees.  Gender speci f ic  images of  sk i l ls  and career
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supposed qual i t ies of  women and men and are re lated to the areas
tradi t ional ly  regarded as female or  male.  As a resul t ,  women and men are
seen as f i t  for  d i f ferent  sor ts  of jobs.  Images of  career  prof i les are c losely
re lated to the d iv is ion of  tasks between women and men wi th in a
t radi t ional  fami ly .  Men should fo l low the mascul ine career  prof i le :
maximal  avai labi l i ty  for  paid work,  which is  possib le for  lack of  domest ic
dut ies,  and a non-stop career  at  a company.  Women should at  best  fo l low
the model  of  the 'work ing mother ' :  the i r  dut ies in  the domest ic  sphere
impede fu l l - t ime avai labi l i ty  for  paid work and ra ise the chances of  an
interrupted career .
Age p lays an important  ro le in  images of  sk i l ls  as wel l  as in  images of
career  prof i les.  Images of  sk i l ls  are age speci f ic  especia l ly  in  the case of
physical  features.  Age is  s t rongly embedded in the images of  career
prof i les as a woman's s tand on motherhood depends on her  s tage of  l i fe .
F inal ly ,  cr i ter ia  are formulated to assess the qual i ty  of  work.  The
qual i ty  of  work ref lects the power re lat ions of  an organizat ion.  The
interests of  the var ious groups wi th in the organizat ion can be
conf l ic t ing.  The management wi l l  be in terested in  contro l l ing the labour
process in  order  to gain maximum ut i l izat ion of  the avai lable
manpower.  The interests of  the employees form the cr i ter ia  for
assessing the qual i ty  of  work and can be summarized in terms of
reward,  secur i ty  of  employment ,  menta l  and physical  work load and
qual i f icat ion.  Reward and secur i ty  of  employment  can be determined
quant i ta t ive ly .  Qual i f icat ion refers to the opportuni t ies to use and
develop sk i l ls  both in  job content  and the avai lable t ra in ing and career
possib i l i t ies.  Menta l  and physical  work load are main ly  re lated to the
possib i l i ty  of  prevent ion of  balance problems both in  the work s i tuat ion
and in the organizat ion of  paid work and pr ivate l i fe .  Fur thermore,
work ing condi t ions can resul t  in  too h igh safety and heal th r isks.  ln
these four  cr i ter ia ,  which are used for  the assessment  of  the qual i ty  of
work,  the gender and age speci f ic  character is t ics as deal t  wi th ear l ier
are inc luded.
Most  lower educated young women wi l l  be faced wi th the quest ion
whether  they want  chi ldren and,  i f  so,  whether  or  not  they wish to
combine motherhood and a work ing career .  tn  chapter  4 we fur ther
analyse th is  ind iv idual  choice process.  We emphasize the re lat ion
between indiv idual  choice processes and the st ructure of  the labour
organizat ion and the work s i tuat ion as e laborated in  chapter  3.  The
l ink ing concept  here is  ident i ty ,  which is  def ined as fo l lows.  tdent i ty  is
re lated to ideas about  what  is  correct  and sui table or  what  should be
changed.  l t  is  expressed in the act ion pat terns of  ind iv iduals.  Shaping
the out l ine of  one's  l i fe  and,  as par t  of  i t ,  p lans for  parenthood and a
career ,  are important  expressions of  one's  ident i ty .  At  the same t ime,
ident i ty  is  fur ther  shaped by the out l ine of  l i fe .
ln  descr ib ing the process of  hegemonical  regulat ion i t  appears that
organizat ion st ructures are ef fect ive because the indiv idual  members of
the organizat ion consent  to the images that  under l ie  the ru les appl ied in
the organizat ion.  In  th is  case,  the members in tegrate the images in thei r
ident i t ies in  the course of  a two-s ided process involv ing ident i f icat ion
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and someone ident i fy ing her /h imsel f .  Ident i f icat ion concerns the
indicat ion of  one's  own act ion pat terns or  those of  other  people.  In  the
process of  ident i f icat ion,  ident i ty  types are created other  than concrete
indiv iduals.  Important  character is t ics which are used when creat ing
ident i ty  types are level  of  educat ion,  age,  gender,  race and socia l -
cu l tura l  background.  Ident i fy ing onesel f  forms the other  s ide of  the
process.  I f  the indiv idual  accepts the images under ly ing the
ident i f icat ion process,  (s)he wi l l  ident i fy  her /h imsel f  wi th the expected
act ion pat terns.
The process of  ident i fy ing has a col lect ive and an indiv idual  aspect .
The indiv idual  can be 'seduced'  by the dominant  images exis t ing in  the
labour organizat ion,  but  can a lso be at t racted to a l ternat ive images
ci rculat ing e.g.  in  the labour organizat ion,  in  pr ivate l i fe ,  the media or  in
pol i t ica l  and socia l  movements.  The more people opt  for  a l ternat ive
images,  the more the process of  hegemonical  regulat ion loses i ts
ef fects.  As a resul t ,  the ex is t ing st ructures in  the labour organizat ion
wi l l  no longer be taken for  granted.
Af ter  e laborat ion of  the concept  of  ident i ty  we examine the
development  of  ident i ty  dur ing youth.  As a resul t  o f  the t ransi t ion f rom
tradi t ional  to  modern gender paradigm, both g i r ls  and boys have more
opportuni t ies to shape the out l ine of  thei r  l ives as compared to some
decades ago.  At tent ion is  paid to the changes occurr ing in  the f ie lds of
educat ion,  fami ly  and le isure.  Ident i ty  development  cont inues
throughout  one's  l i fe  and concerns the tota l  l i fe  s i tuat ion.  Wi th in the
var ious l i fe  domains,  however,  several  ident i t ies can be d is t inguished.
In v iew of  the scope of  th is  s tudy we are in terested in  the occupat ional
ident i ty  and the parenthood ident i ty .  We hereby take in to account  that
both are st rongly determined by gender ident i ty ,  because of  gender
being a dominant  order ing pr inc ip le in  our  society.
To study occupat ional  ident i ty  and parenthood ident i ty  we int roduce
the concepts of  or ientat ion,  career  in tent ion and career .  We dis t inguish
two or ientat ions.  The or ientat ion to work refers to the meaning assigned
to d i f ferent  aspects of  paid work.  The or ientat ion to paid work in
re lat ion to parenthood refers to the meaning of  paid work wi th in the
out l ine of  l i fe .  These or ientat ions serve as the basis  of  the career  p lans
of  the women: the career  in tent ion.  Career  in tent ion concerns the actual
p lans and wishes about  paid work wi th in the out l ine of  l i fe .  The moment
a career  is  cont inued or  abandoned forms the pojnt  of  real izat ion of  the
career  in tent ion as inc luded in the out l ine of  l i fe .
In chapter  5 we present  the methodological  issues of  the study,
which is  based on the empir ica l  data of  a pol icy research carr ied out
ear l ier .  Wi th the help of  a s t ructured quest ionnaire,  young women of
f ive companies were in terv iewed about  thei r  work s i tuat ion,  thei r
or ientat ions and career  in tent ions.  Later  on,  a smal l  number of  women
of  each company par t ic ipated in  fo l low-up group interv iews where they
extensively  d iscussed some centra l  topics.  The same quest ionnaire was
used to in terv iew a contrast  group of  men to prevent  unjust  at t r ibut ion
of  the resul ts  to gender speci f ic  processes.  Fur thermore,  we interv iewed



















































company's  pol icy.
The present  s tudy forms a theoret ica l  ref lect ion on the previous
research.  The research p lan can be character ized as a comparat ive case
study which involved four  companies d iv ided over  two cases:  a factory
case and an of f ice case.  The factory case was represented by two
industr ia l  companies,  the of f ice case by a bank and a local  government .
In addi t ion to the ex is t ing empir ica l  data we executed a so-cal led second
measurement .  About  three years af ter  the f i rs t  in terv iew al l  young
women and men were contacted a second t ime to gain ins ight  in  the
course of  thei r  careers.
In the chapters 6 to 8 the empirical data are presented. The factory case
is discussed in chapter 6, the office case in chapter 7. In chapter 8 we
compare the two cases. Furthermore, we make a comparison between the
young women and the young men.
As for the factory case: the young women taking part in our study were
employed as product ion workers.  Of  the two companies involved,  one
manufactured smal l  e lect ronic  appl iances for  domest ic  purpose,  the other
one manufactured pharmaceutical products. In both companies there was
a strong gender segregation. Women were responsible for production
work, for which no physical strength was required. Men did the
mechanical work and were appointed to more technical jobs and
management tasks. The women were employed in work that can be
characterized as subdivided detail labour. Their work consisted of one or
a few simple tasks of a short-cyclic character.
The adminis t rat ive mployees worked at  a local  government  and a bank.
Their work ranged from jobs involving one or a few simple standardized
tasks to jobs that contained a variety of tasks which were only partly
standardized and of diverse complexity. ln between was a great diversity
ofjobs. Gender segregation in jobs at the bottom of the hierarchy in the
administrative companies was less strong than in the industrial
companies. However, vertical gender segregation in the administrative
companies was just as strong as in the industrial ones.
Systematic differences between the two cases appeared at the levels of
qualif ication and mental and physical work load. The administrative
employees had more scope to use and develop sk i l ls  than the product ion
workers,  because thei r  work was less standardized compared to the
industr ia l  jobs.  They a lso had more t ra in ing and career  possib i l i t ies.
Compared to t[e administrative companies, the risk of mental 'underload'
was greater in the industrial companies due to l imited autonomy and the
undemanding character of the work.
There were strong differences between the cases with regard to (future)
balance problems with the organization of paid work and private l ife. The
administrative workers had more opportunities to combine paid work and
domestic duties than the production workers. The administrative
companies had creche fac i l i t ies and provided thei r  adminis t rat ive
employees wi th the opportuni ty  to change fu l l - t ime into par t - t ime
employment .  These fac i l i t ies were lack ing in  the industr ia l  companies.
There were no systemat ic  d i f ferences between the cases wi th regard to
safety and heal th r isks.  In  general  i t  appeared that  chances of  physical
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compla ints decreased when autonomy of  the employees was ra ised.
The two cases showed a s igni f icant  d i f ference concerning the aspect
of reward. The wages of the administrative workers were higher than
those of  the product ion workers.  Fur thermore,  there were d i f ferences
between the industr ia l  companies.  The wages of  the women at  the
electronic  company were s igni f icant ly  h igher  than those of  the women
at  the pharmaceut ica l  company.  Wi th in the cases there were d i f ferences
concerning the aspect  of  secur i ty  of  employment .  Both the
pharmaceut ica l  company and the local  government  employed more
women on a temporary contract .  For  these young women i t  is  more
di f f icu l t  to  v iew work in  a long- term perspect ive.
Di f ferences in  the qual i ty  of  work between the cases were re lated to
the companies 'product ion pr inc ip les and the dominant  gender
paradigms.  In the industr ia l  companies Taylor is t  product ion pr inc ip les
were combined wi th images and pract ices f rom the t radi t ional  gender
paradigm. In these companies contro l  was reached through maximal
standardizat ion of  jobs.  Due to the dominance of  the t radi t ional  gender
paradigm in which gender speci f ic  images of  sk i l ls  and career  prof i les
dominate,  women were appointed to other  jobs than men.  As a resul t ,
they worked in jobs of  poor  qual i ty  which of fered hardly  any career
poss ib i l i t i es .
In the adminis t rat ive companies the Taylor is t  product ion pr inc ip les
were to some degree combined wi th ins ights f rom the Human Resource
Management.  In  the ru les and st ructures of  these companies,  moreover,
images f rom the modern gender paradigm were not iceable.  Gender
neutra l  images of  sk i l ls  f rom the modern gender paradigm were adopted
as far  as the lower posi t ions concerned.  Ver t ica l  gender segregat ion,
however,  remained very st rong.  Ver t ica l  gender segregat ion is  s t i l l
based on t radi t ional  images of  career  prof i les of  women and men,  which
expect  women to fo l low at  best  the work ing-mother  model .  The fact  that
they do not  work in  h igher  posi t ions is  presented as the resul t  o f  thei r
own choice.  Despi te the gender neutra l  image the management r ied to
give to the company's  pol icy,  both companies pursued an emancipat ion
pol icy which a imed,  among other  th ings,  at  the recru i tment  of  women in
jobs where they were underrepresented.  They hereby acknowledged that
gender segregat ion was not  a mat ter  of  co inc idence.  At  the same t ime
personnel  of f icers and heads of  departments were led by images f rom
the t radi t ional  gender paradigm and d id not  recognize ambi t ions and
potent ia ls  of  the young women. The inf luence of  these images appeared
from the gender speci f ic  ef fects of  the b locked internal  labour market .
Young women hardly  ever  moved on to other  jobs whereas men of  the
same age d id.  The success of  the emancipat ion pol icy is  therefore
quest ionable.
The d i f ferences in  labour organizat ion and the qual i ty  of  work were
not iceable in  the out l ines of  l i fe  of  the young women in the two cases.
The young women were asked to rank d i f ferent  aspects of  paid work
in order  of  importance.  Apart  f rom good salar ies and n ice col leagues,
they considered job content  and scope to use and develop sk i l ls  to  be
important  aspects of  paid work.  The qual i f icat ion or ientat ion as we cal l
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i t  showed s igni f icant  d i f ferences between the two cases.  The
adminis t rat ive workers turned out  to  be more or iented to fur ther
qual i f icat ion than the product ion workers.  Thei r  jobs general ly  of fered
qui te a few opportuni t ies to develop sk i l ls .  L ikewise,  the low
qual i f icat ion or ientat ion of  the product ion workers ref lected the poorer
opportuni t ies to develop sk i l ls  in  thei r  work ing s i tuat ion.
Most  of  the young women who took par t  in  our  s tudy wanted chi ldren.
The second d imension of  the work or ientat ion concerns the meaning of
paid work in  re lat ion to future parenthood:  the work:care or ientat ion.
The d i f ferences between the women of  both cases regarding the
work:care or ientat ion showed much s imi lar i ty  wi th the d i f ferences that
appeared on the level  of  the qual i f icat ion or ientat ion.  The
adminis t rat ive employees were st ronger or iented to combine both paid
work and motherhood.  The product ion workers on the other  hand were
more or iented to motherhood instead of  paid work.  Besides
opportuni t ies to use and develop sk i l ls ,  the images of  career  prof i les of
the women in the organizat ion were important  for  the const i tu t ion of
the work:care or ientat ion.  Wi th in the companies,  the dominance of  a
t radi t ional  and a more modern gender paradigm respect ive ly  is
not iceable in  the work:care or ientat ions of  the product ion and
admini  s t rat ive workers.
The career  in tent ion of  the women represents the degree to which
they want  to cont inue work ing af ter  the b i r th  of  thei r  f i rs t  ch i ld .
Remarkably,  56% of  the tota l  group of  young women planned to s tay on
in a job af ter  the b i r th  of  thei r  f i rs t  ch i ld  and only l6% intended to
complete ly  g ive up work ing.  Again,  the adminis t rat ive workers more
of ten in tended to combine paid work and care for  ch i ldren,  whereas the
product ion workers more of ten in tended to leave the labour market
( temporar i ly) .  F inal ly ,  the same pat tern appeared in the careers of  the
young women who had chi ldren at  the moment of  the second
measurement .  Compared to product ion workers,  more adminis t rat ive
workers had cont inued work ing.
In conclus ion we can say that ,  looking at  thei r  or ientat ions,  many
young women used images f rom the modern gender paradigm.
Especia l ly  in  the factory case these d id not  correspond to the dominant
images c i rcu lat ing in  the company.  In  the f ina l  shaping of  the out l ine of
l i fe ,  however,  many product ion workers ident i f ied themselves wi th the
dominant  images wi th in the company.  They ( in tended to)  s top(ped)
work ing af ter  thei r  f i rs t  ch i ld  is  born.  In  more theoret ica l  terms we can
say that  the process of  hegemonical  regulat ion was ef fect ive.  A smal l
group of  product ion workers d id not  ident i fy  themselves wi th the
dominant  images,  but  a l ternat ives were hardly  avai lable.  As for  the
of f ice case,  the images used by the young women were more s imi lar  to
the images c i rcu lat ing wi th in the organizat ion.  This was ref lected by the
way the out l ine of  l i fe  was model led.  They were or iented to a future in
which both paid work and motherhood are combined and ( in tended to)
cont inue(d)  work ing af ter  the b i r th  of  thei r  f i rs t  ch i ld .  Some of  the
adminis t rat ive workers were or iented to work ing thei r  way up the
ladder,  but  th is  wi l l  prove more d i f f icu l t  to  succeed.  On th is  point  the
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images in the organizat ions were st i l l  ra ther  t radi t ional .
Compar isons between the young women and the young men show that
on average the men were employed in jobs of  bet ter  qual i ty  than the
women. Moreover,  i t  became c lear  that  the re lat ion between the qual i ty
of  work and shaping the out l ine of  l i fe  as present  in  the case of  the
women, was absent  in  the case of  men who shaped the out l ines of  thei r
l ives independent  of  the qual i ty  of  work and of  p lans for  fu ture
parenthood.  Near ly  a l l  young men intended to be work ing fu l l - t ime in
the future and to be responsib le for  the fami ly  income.
On the basis  of  the resul ts  of  the study we t ry  to formulate some
intervent ion opt ions in  chapter  9 that  can contr ibute to a reduct ion in
the wi thdrawal  of  lower educated young women f rom the labour market .
The re lat ions found between the qual i ty  of  work and shaping the out l ine
of  one's  l i fe  point  at  two f ie lds of  pol icy that  ca l l  for  changes:  job
improvement  and career  pol icy.  Job improvement  should lead to more
opportuni t ies to use and develop sk i l ls  and a lower r isk of  menta l  and
physical  work load.  Career  pol icy should increase the opportuni t ies to
develop sk i l ls  through t ra in ing and fac i l i ta te moving on to other  jobs.  At
the same t ime i t  should decrease the r isk of  balance problems on
account  of  a d iscrepancy between the organizat ion of  paid work and
pr ivate l i fe  by creat ing fac i l i t ies for  a bet ter  combinat ion of  paid work
and parenthood.
Improvements in  these two f ie lds should be accompanied by changing
processes in  the (expl ic i t  and impl ic i t )  images of  sk i l ls  and career
prof i les,  which are of ten used in combinat ion wi th images of  most
ef f ic ient  management.  This  ensures that  the improvements wi l l  a lso
af fect  lower educated young women. F inal ly ,  i t  wi l l  be necessary to
check whether  advancement of  the qual i ty  of  work of  young women
corresponds to the in terests of  other  groups in  the organizat ion.  As
improvements are in  the in terest  of  more groups in  the organizat ion,
t he  chances  o f  success  w i l l  i nc rease .
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